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SOURCES OF THE LIFE OF JESUS OUTSIDE THE 

GOSPELS. 



By Ernest D. Burton, 
The University of Chicago. 



What would we know historically about Jesus of Nazareth 
if we did not now possess and had never possessed our present 
gospels ? If every copy of the gospels of the New Testament 
could be utterly destroyed, and every quotation from them be 
erased from literature, it would still be possible from the memories 
of living men to reproduce, not only the main facts, not only the 
substance of the teaching, but each gospel, just as it stands today, 
and even many of the variations of the manuscripts and versions. 
But what should we know today if the gospels had never existed ? 
Probably we should have possessed other gospels than these; 
for our present gospels are only the survivors of a larger num- 
ber, others of which perished, partly just because these lived and 
made the preservation of the others unnecessary. But setting 
aside also these gospels that might have been existing today 
but for the existence of those we have, excluding both the 
existing sources of knowledge which owe their existence to our 
present gospels, and the no longer existing sources which owe 
their non-existence to the survival of these that we possess, from 
what existing sources, independent of the New Testament gospels, 
can we draw information concerning the history of Jesus' life ? 
Four such sources may be named : (i) non-Christian testimony ; 
(2) evidence furnished by the existence and records of the 
Christian church; (3) letters of the companions of Jesus; (4) 
letters of the apostle Paul. 

Of the non-Christian testimony that is early enough to be 
of value there may be mentioned that of Josephus, of Tacitus, of 
Pliny, and of Suetonius. 

Josephus, the historian of the Jews, was born within eight or 
ten years after the death of Jesus and died about 100 A. D. In 
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the extant texts of his works there are two passages in which 
Jesus is spoken of. 1 In Ant., xx, 9, 1 he states that in the interval 
between the procuratorship of Festus and his successor Albinus, 
Ananus the high priest 

assembled the Sanhedrin of judges and brought before them the brother of 
Jesus who was called Christ, James by name, and certain others. 

In Ant., xviii, 3, 3, there is a more extended reference. As the 
passage stands in extant texts it reads as follows : 

At this time appeared Jesus, a wise man, if indeed he can be called a man, 
for he was a worker of wonderful works, a teacher of men -who receive the truth 
gladly, and he drew to himself many Jews and many also of the Greeks. 
This was the Christ. And when at the instigation of our chief men Pilate 
condemned him to the cross, those who first loved him did not fall away. 
For he appeared to them alive again on the third day according as the holy 
prophets had declared this and countless other marvels of him. To this day 
the sect of Christians called after him still exists. 

The genuineness of both these passages is doubted by many 
scholars. The second one certainly cannot have been written 
by Josephus just as it stands. But it seems somewhat more 
probable that the words printed in italics are a Christian inter- 
polation than that the whole passage is such. Against the 
genuineness of the first of the two passages no strong reason 
can be urged save the fact, established by other evidence, that 
the text of Josephus early suffered from Christian interpolation. 2 
Tacitus, the well-known Roman historian, wrote not far from 
100 A. D. His high rank as a historian is too well known to 
require emphasis. In his Annals (xv, 44), speaking of Nero, 
he says : 

He inflicted the most exquisite torture upon those men whom the popu- 
lace, hating them for their crimes, called Christians. They derived their 
name from one Christ, who in the reign of Tiberius had suffered death by the 
sentence of the procurator, Pontius Pilate. For a while this dire superstition 
was checked ; but it again burst forth, and not only spread itself over Judea, 

1 There is also one passage, Ant., xviii, 5, 2, in which he speaks at some length 
of John the Baptist. The genuineness of this passage is denied by some. Schurer, 
Jewish People, I, ii, 23-5, is inclined to regard it as genuine. 

2 But see Schurer, Jewish People, I, ii, 143-9, 186-8; Muller, Christus bei 
Josephus, Innsbruck, 1890 ; Edersheim in Smith and Wace, Dictionary of Christian 
Biography, III, 458-60. 
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the first seat of this evil, but was even introduced into the city [Rome], 
whither from all directions atrocious and shameful things flow together and 
become famous. 

Pliny the younger was propraetor of Bithynia and Pontus about 
103 A. D. In a famous letter to the emperor Trajan {Epistles, 
x, 96) he inquires at length concerning the course to be pursued 
toward the Christians, and several times refers to their worship 
of Christ, and to the renunciation of Christ as that toward 
which the efforts of their opponents were directed. The follow- 
ing sentences are taken from this letter : 

Those who denied that they were or had been Christians, I thought 
ought to be dismissed, when in my presence they invoked the gods and your 
statue, which for this purpose I had ordered to be produced, together with the 
images of the deities, did homage with incense and wine, and, moreover, 
blasphemed Christ, none of which, it is affirmed, those who are really Christians 
can by any means be compelled to do. Others named on the list said they 

were Christians and soon denied it All these also worshiped both your 

statue and the image of the gods and blasphemed Christ. They affirmed also 
that the sum of their guilt, or error, was that they were accustomed to assem- 
ble on a fixed day before daybreak and sing in responses a song to Christ as 
to a god, and to bind themselves with an oath not to enter into any wicked- 
ness, or commit thefts, robberies, or adulteries, or break their word, or repu- 
diate trusts committed to them. 3 

Suetonius was a contemporary of Pliny, slightly younger. 
He wrote a history of the lives of twelve emperors. In his Jife 
of Claudius, chap. 25, he says that 

Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome because they were continually stir- 
ring up tumults under the instigation of one Chrestus. 
It is now generally believed that Chrestus is simply a mis- 
spelling of Christus. The tumults referred to were presumably 
dissensions between Christian and non-Christian Jews concerning 
Christ. In his Nero, chap. 16, he also speaks of the Christians 
as a race of men who followed a new and harmful superstition. 

The Talmud is the great law-book, to speak somewhat loosely, 
of the Jews of the early Christian centuries. It was put into 
written form perhaps in the fourth or fifth century, having 

3 See the full text of the letter in Latin in Charteris, Canonicity, p. 362 ; in 
translation in Anthony, An Introduction to the Life of Jesus, in which also the whole 
subject of this paper is well treated and much more fully than here. 
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previously existed in large part, and for a period difficult to deter- 
mine, as an oral tradition of the Jewish schools. In it Jesus 
is repeatedly spoken of, usually under thinly veiled disguises, 
and always with intense hatred. 4 But the uncertainty of the 
date of the different portions makes it unsafe to assume that we 
have in it any independent testimony. 

Other testimonies there are, but as they come to us indirectly 
through Christian writers, they may be passed over here. No 
one should wish to disguise the fact that these non-Christian 
testimonies are somewhat meager in quantity, that one of them 
is open to a fair question of interpretation, and another to a 
strong suspicion of interpolation and some suspicion of spuri- 
ousness. But when ample allowance has been made for all these 
things, it remains that some of these testimonies are beyond 
question genuine, and that from purely non-Christian sources 
which are under no reasonable suspicion of dependence on our 
gospels it is attested by some of the most trustworthy of ancient 
writers that in the early part of the first century there lived in 
Judea a man, Jesus by name, known also as the Christ, who was 
put to death in the reign of Tiberius under the procuratorship of 
Pontius Pilate ; that from him there took its rise a religious sect, 
who worshiped him and took his name, being called Christians ; 
and that this sect spread abroad from Judea as far as Bithynia 
and Rome. 

When we pass from non-Christian to Christian testimonies, 
the first outstanding fact which meets us is the very existence of 
a Christian church, a century-old institution bearing the name of 
Jesus. With documents we have to do now only as they show 
the age and origin of this church. With the individual state- 
ments which such documents make concerning Jesus we are not 
at once concerned. 

That there is today almost throughout the world a church 
bearing the name of Christ and honoring Christ as its great pro- 
genitor no one can doubt. No one who has even the most 
meager knowledge of the past doubts that this church has existed 
for centuries, and has during these centuries claimed the name of 

♦Farrar, Life of Christ, Excursus ii. 
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Christ. This is itself a fact of capital significance. Such a 
fact of history demands a cause. Whence came that church? 
When did it arise ? What was the impulse that called it into 
being ? The records of the past, including the early literature 
of the church, leave no possible room for doubt how these ques- 
tions should be answered. 

Dismiss from consideration all the books of the New Testa- 
ment save that first narrative work of the history of the church, 
the book of Acts, and deal with this only as respects the evi- 
dence it furnishes respecting the origin of the church ; 5 admit the 
composite character of this book, and whatever uncertainty there 
is concerning its authorship and date, only remembering that 
questioning the date or authorship of a book does not annihilate 
the book ; sift with severest criticism the whole body of early 
Christian literature — the total quantity of which is probably 
larger than most non-professional students are aware — and from 
these witnesses it will appear, beyond all possibility of reason- 
able question, that the Christian church was in existence, widely 
spread throughout the Roman empire, in the first century ; that 
wherever it existed it bore the name of Jesus or of Christ ; that 
there was but one view inside the church, or out of it, as to its 
origin, viz., that it had sprung from the influence of that Jesus of 
Nazareth who had been put to death under Pilate. It will be 
beyond all question clear, too, that Jesus had exerted upon his 
followers the influence of a great personality, reinforced by the 
conviction that after his crucifixion by Pilate he had risen from 
the dead and had been seen by many witnesses. 

s The book of Acts is by no means lacking in interesting and valuable testimony 
to specific events of Jesus' life, mentioning especially his death (the responsibility for 
which it lays upon the Jews, though recognizing the Romans as the actual execution- 
ers), his resurrection, and ascension. See I : I— 1 1, 16-19 ; 2 : 22-24, 3 2 , 36 ; 3 : 13-17 ; 
4:10; 5:30; 6:14; 7:52; 13:23-31; 17:31; 19:4; 20:35 ('"is last-named a 
passage of special interest as recording a saying of Jesus otherwise unknown to us). 
Yet this testimony on matters of detail, interesting and valuable as it is, could not easily 
be shown to be entirely independent of the synoptic gospels, Acts being doubtless of 
later origin than any of these ; and is in any case almost thrown into the shade by 
the great outstanding fact, to which the book bears constant witness, that the Chris- 
tian church took its rise from that Jesus of Nazareth who died and rose again. 

Much the same thing is to be said of such books as 2 Peter, Revelation, 
Hebrews, etc. 
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It is impossible in the limited space here at command to set 
forth as it deserves this most important testimony. Observe that 
we are speaking of testimony which is independent of the gos- 
pels and which carries us back to a time when our gospels did 
not yet exist. If this testimony stood quite alone, it would be 
sufficient to establish the fact of the historic existence of Jesus, 
as, on the one side, one of the great moral forces of the world, 
who by his teaching has done more than any other single factor to 
make modern European history what it has been ; and, on the 
other side, a person whose posthumous influence on men was in 
part due to the fact that his followers believed him to have 
received the seal of divine approval in his resurrection. It would 
even be possible to gather from this literature some of the details 
of Jesus' life, and a meager, but valuable, collection of his say- 
ings. But the real significance of this testimony arises not from 
these details, but from the great broad facts to which constant 
and concurrent testimony is borne. 

Of the writings attributed to the immediate followers or com- 
panions of Jesus, the epistles of James, Peter, and John, it will be 
sufficient to speak briefly. Modern criticism has questioned the 
genuineness of them all. In the case of the epistle of James it 
must be admitted that there is no decisive evidence that its writer 
was a personal companion of Jesus. James is too common a name 
to identify him, and the letter itself says nothing. We can appeal 
only to the ancient tradition, which is not as convincing in this 
case as in some others. At the same time, the case against its 
genuineness is by no means decisive, and those who attribute the 
letter to James the brother of Jesus are certainly on as safe 
ground as those who positively deny this origin. The difficulty 
of the problem in the case of the letters attributed to John 
must also be admitted. But the genuineness of First John, with 
which we are chiefly concerned here, as the work of a personal 
follower of Jesus — whether John the apostle or John the elder 
matters little for our present purpose — is really but little open to 
serious doubt. Second Peter is so doubtful that it is wiser to 
class it with general Christian literature than to stake anything 
on its apostolic authorship. But the case of First Peter is wholly 
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different. Though regarded by some most acute critics as a let- 
ter ascribed by its author to Peter, rather than actually written 
by him, the arguments for its genuineness still seem to most 
scholars decidedly to outweigh the suspicions raised against it. 
Granting all that criticism can fairly grant or claim, we have 
several documents whose early existence cannot be doubted, and 
respecting two, at least, of which there is no more probable 
view than that they came from personal followers of Jesus. 

Accepting, then, these witnesses at their probable valuation, 
we find that Peter in his epistle, expressly claiming to have 
been an eyewitness of the sufferings of Jesus, testifies to his 
sinless life, 6 to his sufferings, to his death on the cross, 7 to his 
resurrection from the dead, 8 by implication to his ascension, and 
to his expectation of his return from heaven. » Frequent appeal 
is made to the example of Jesus' patience in suffering innocently, 
and withal there is a constant recognition of him as the Lord 
of Peter himself and his fellow-Christians. The author of First 
John likewise explicitly claims to have had personal acquaintance 
with Jesus. 10 He insists with emphasis that he has come in the 
flesh," that he was without sin ; 12 refers by implication to his 
death, 13 which he views as having propitiatory value in respect 
to the sins of the world. 

In dealing with the testimony of the apostle Paul we have 
the advantage of being able to appeal to six letters of his whose 
genuineness is established upon a basis as strong as, if not 
stronger than, that of any other documents of that period, 
Christian or non-Christian. After a century of criticism — to 
speak only of the acute criticism of the last century, ignoring all 
that preceded — these six letters, First Thessalonians, Galatians, 
First and Second Corinthians, Romans, and Philippians, have 
emerged from the fire admitted and maintained to be genuine 
by practically all schools of criticism, the most conservative and 

6 1 Peter 2 : 22 f. ; 3.: 18. I0 I John I : 1-3. 

?I : II, 19; 2:21-24; 3: 18; 4: I. "4:2; cf. 3:8; 4:9, 10, 14; 5:20. 

8 1: 3, 21; 3:18,21. ,2 3 = S- 

»i :7, 13; 3: 22; 5:4. I3 5 ; 6; cf. I :7; 2:2; 4: 10. 
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the most radical. 14 The only persons who deny their genuine- 
ness neither belong to nor constitute a school, properly speaking ; 
represent no one but themselves individually, and, in most cases, 
discredit their own judgment by denying the very existence either 
of Jesus or of Paul. 15 Now, it is precisely these six letters that 
contain the major portion, and the most important portion, of the 
testimony which can be gleaned from the whole thirteen let- 
ters ascribed to Paul. Restricting ourselves, then, in the first 
instance to these six, reserving the other seven for separate 
treatment, we have the advantage of dealing with documents 
which in two respects are of unique value : they are nearer 
in time to the life of Jesus than any others, with the possible 
exception of James and First Peter ; their authenticity is estab- 
lished more firmly than that of any other early Christian writings. 
These six letters of Paul are permeated through and through 
with the thought of Jesus. Yet the number of references to 
events of the life of Jesus is comparatively small, and the number 
of specific events smaller still, since the majority of the references 
are to two events — his death and his resurrection. The testi- 
mony which Paul explicitly bears to what may be properly 
called facts of Jesus' life may be summed up in the following 
statements: 

He was born of a Jewish mother, and was a descendant of 
David. 16 His personal ministry was among his own people, the 
Jews.' 7 In character he was meek and gentle, a servant of God, 
obedient to his will even to the point of surrendering himself to 
die. 18 He was free from sin.' 9 He taught the mutual bearing 
of burdens — this was the law of Christ. 20 He forbade divorce. 21 

14 Respecting the genuineness and testimony of the other seven letters see foot- 
note 27. 

'5 The critics here referred to are Loman (" Questiones Paulinae," Theologisch 
Tijdschrift, 1882, 1883, 1886), Pierson and Naber (Verisimilia, 1886), Steck (Galater- 
brief, 1888), Volter (Die Kotnposition der paulinischen Hauptbriefe, 1890). For 
re'sume' and criticism of their views, see Knowling, The Witness of the Epistles, pp. 
J 33~ 2 43 ! Sanday and Headlam, Commentary on Romans, pp. lxxxvi-viii. 

l6 Gal. 4:4; Rom. I : 3 ; 9 : 5. '!> 2 Cor. 5 : 21. 

'' Rom. 15:8. *> Gal. 6:2. 

18 2 Cor. 10 : I ; Rom. 15:3; Phil. 2:8. " 1 Cor. 7 : 10. 
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He taught the principle that the preachers of the gospel should 
live by the gospel. 22 

On the same night in which he was betrayed he took bread ; 
and when he had given thanks he broke it, and said : " This do in 
remembrance of me." In like manner the cup after supper, say- 
ing : " This cup is the new covenant in my blood ; this do as often 
as ye drink it in remembrance of me." 23 

His death was the work of the Jews, yet at the hands of the 
Romans. He was crucified and died on the cross, an igno- 
minious death, yet not for anything evil that he had done. He 
knew no sin, but died on behalf of sinners for their sin. Nor 
did he die unwillingly. He gave himself, recognizing it as God's 
will for him. 24 

On the third day he was raised again, and appeared to 
Cephas, then to the Twelve ; then to above five hundred brethren 
at once, of whom the greater part were still living when Paul 
wrote First Corinthians ; then to James, then to all the apostles ; 
and last of all to Paul also. 25 

It also appears from the letters- of Paul that Jesus had been 
understood to say that he would return from heaven, whither he 
was believed to have gone after his resurrection. 26 

It thus appears that, while there is a singular paucity of 
reference to the details of Jesus' life — there is no reference to his 
miracles, no mention of his parables, no account of his missionary 
journeys — yet there is frequent reference to the great central facts 
of his career, and that the figure of Jesus stands out before us with 
self-consistency and clearness. Independent of all the other epis- 
tles, of the book of Acts, and of the gospels, the great outstanding 
facts of the life of Jesus are certified to us by the unimpeached 
testimony of one who was of Jesus' own nation, born in almost 
the same year with Jesus, a resident of Jerusalem soon after his 

22 I Cor. 9 : 14. 2 3 I Cor. II : 23-25. 

24 1 Thess. 2: 15 ; 4: 14 ; 5 : 10; Gal. 1:4; 2:20,21 ; 3 : 1, 13 ; 6: 12, 14 ; I Cor. 
I 123; 2:3, 8; 5:7; 8: II ; II : 23-26 ; 15:3; 2 Cor. 5: 15 ; 13 -.4; Rom. 3 : 25 ; 
4:25; 5:6-10; 6:3; 8:32, 34; 14:9, 15; Phil. 2:8; 3: 10, 18. 

2 5 1 Thess. I : 10 ; 4 : 14 ; Gal. I : l ; I Cor. 9:1; 15 : 4-8, 12-23 ; 2 Cor. 5 :I5 ; 
Rom. 1:4; 4 : 24, 25 ; 6 : 4, 9 ; 8 : 1 1, 34 ; 10:9; 14:9; Phil. 3:10. 

26 I Thess. I : 10 ; Rom. 8 : 34 ; Phil. 3 : 20 ; cf. I Thess. 4 : 15-17. 
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death, an unprejudiced witness — or, rather, one who at the 
beginning was bitterly prejudiced against him and his claims. 27 

If the severest critical science be of any value whatever, it 
has proved to us that we have in these letters of Paul a first- 
class contemporary witness to the life of Jesus ; and if the 
testimony of such a contemporary is valid to establish such facts 
as the existence of Jesus of Nazareth, his personal character, the 
character of his teaching, and the mode of his death, these 
things are established beyond all possibility of question. And, 
finally, if the firm conviction of multitudes of persons that they 
did, on repeated occasions and in companies, personally see and 
recognize him after his death, can establish such a fact, then the 
resurrection of Jesus is also proved on the basis of the undis- 
puted letters of Paul. 

The loss of our gospels would be an immeasurable loss. But 
it would not deprive us of firm historical knowledge of Jesus. 
By the testimony of Jew, Gentile, and Christian, by the evidence 
of historians of the early part of the second century and of well- 
authenticated letters written not far from the middle of the first 
century, the great cardinal facts respecting Jesus as a historical 
person are established. It is in the light of this fact that our 
gospels must be examined. 

27 The grouping by itself of the testimony of those six letters is certainly not 
intended to imply that the other seven letters ascribed to Paul (2 Thess., Col., Eph., 
Philem., 1 Tim., Tit., and 2 Tim.) are to be excluded from the list of the genuine 
letters of Paul, but to put the emphasis on the documents which at the same time are 
best attested and furnish the fullest testimony to the life of Jesus. The attestation 
of these seven others is exceptionally strdng as compared with ancient documents 
generally, and they are all (especially 2 Thess., Col., Eph., and Philem.) regarded as 
genuine by a large body of scholars. The inclusion of their testimony would add 
several to the number of the passages in which events of Jesus' life are spoken of by 
Paul, but nothing to the events themselves, save one or two more specific statements 
of the purpose of Jesus' life and death, and that he witnessed his confession before 
Pontius Pilate. See Col. 1:22; 2:12,14; 3:1,4; Eph. I : 20 ; 2:13,16; 5:25; 
I Tim. 1 : 15 ; 2:6; 6:13; 2 Tim. 1 : 10 ; 2:8; 4:1. 



